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Into the fray
The session of the speaker before me ran a little over the time, 
potentially eating into my allotted twenty minutes. And the introduction 
I'm being given, very kind though it is, is –I hate to say– just 
exacerbating that. Furthermore, the fancy wireless microphone they 
have here is cutting out every now and again, so they've had to replace it 
with a cabled one. (How can this happen in one of the best universities 
in Japan? Technology. That’s why. Fear it.) Essentially, I now have 
about three minutes less than I had planned for. I wonder will they give 
me leeway. Will my time be extended, nudging into the time slot of the 
next speaker? Unlikely. I have placed my wrist-watch on the podium 
facing me, but, I now realize, I'd have to squint to make out precisely 
where the minute hand was. Maybe I should put it back on my arm, but 
then, how can I avoid being seen to consult it, an action which might 
look a touch unprofessional. What about the water? Unless you’re Paul 
McCartney, who can sing for hours on stage without taking even a sip, 
you’re going to need it. At some point, your throat and tongue will 
begin to feel annoyingly dehydrated. I've already poured my Crystal 
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Geyser mineral water into the plastic cup (which I hurriedly had to go 
and find in the Welcome Room) –so as to avoid the slightly unappealing 
sight of knocking back a slug straight from the neck of the bottle. Just 
as long as I don't upend it by accident. Oops! and now I've gone and 
dropped the sheaf of papers that I was going to read out! I notice –
only now– that I did not number them, so I have to pray to God that 
they have fallen in a sufficiently orderly fashion that I can easily gather 
them back into manageability. (I didn't staple them because that would 
entail a measurably less elegant way to proceed from one page to the 
next in the reading: using two hands, lifting, holding, turning and then 
replacing all on the podium surface, rather than just a single-handed 
gentle uncovering of a single sheet, which is then placed to the side.) 
I'm in luck, they all seem OK, and I'm about to start. My mannered 
smile masks the intense relief I feel (with a touch of frustration thrown 
in) at having gotten to this point with at least some time to speak. 
Having seen the best part of now four minutes disappear into thin air 
before my eyes, I know I will have to cut some parts, maybe pass over 
some other sections a little faster than I had hoped, but –and this is my 
new suddenly-evolved plan– if I can just get across the core elements of 
what I want to say, I shall be satisfied. Giving an academic presentation 
is, after all, the art of the possible.
The first problem I encounter concerns the time-difficulties caused by 
my deliberately non-rushed pacing: this may play havoc with my plan. 
Yes, the audience comprises mostly Japanese, so you might imagine 
my measured (slow?) pace is designed for non-native listeners, but not 
quite. When I have read in my home country of Ireland, my pace has not 
really been much quicker. I suppose either I'm in love with the sound 
of my own voice (a distinct possibility), or I want to make sure the 
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audience catches everything. This approach of course affects the actual 
amount of words you will have produced on the page. When I started 
doing academic presentations about ten years ago, I read at a faster 
pace. My script was longer because it was more like a piece designed to 
be read than to be listened to (longer sentences, more difficult phrasing), 
and yet the allotted time was the same, so I had to run through it. After 
recognizing the difficulties this might cause for my audience, I decided 
to 'slash and burn' (edit down and reduce the amount of words). Great, 
but here I am, reading out at my leisured pace, and hoping they are 
indeed catching everything. But time is running out. I make eye-contact 
on a regular basis, lifting my eyes from the script now and again in 
order to (a) make a connection with my listeners, (b) to make sure they 
haven't dropped off. And yet, this very action will further diminish the 
remaining time. After a quick, and not very photogenic, squint at the 
watch –which now looks very small indeed– I decide to abandon the 
script altogether and just wing it. Well, I have rehearsed this paper so 
many times, and I am so familiar with the content, having been living 
with it for the last few years, that I'm confident I can do so without too 
much trouble. Although I don't realize it at the time, it is the beginning 
of a new way of giving an academic presentation. Yes, the grammar 
does at times start to go awry, and meaningless vocal sounds do begin to 
invade the talk (more than I had expected for sure) but, somehow, I am 
flowing, words are flowing. Words are flowing out like endless rain into 
a paper cup, as John Lennon once said. But am I making sense?
Applause. That’s a relief. But then there is the terrifying wait before the 
first question is asked. Was anyone listening? Will anyone have been 
engrossed enough to have formulated a response of any kind? It can 
happen that if your paper covers too narrow an avenue of enquiry (or 
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if it was just plain awful) no one will ask anything. Ah, a delegate is 
raising his hand. I know him: that's good. He isn't smiling: that's bad. 
His query is preceded by the formulaic 'Thank you for a very interesting 
presentation' or words to that effect, but without emphasis, I note, on the 
‘very’. Whatever he says, however, helps to cushion the hammer-blow 
of his question, which goes to the heart of the matter –in a heart-beat. 
Had I thought of that? And, more importantly, will I answer it honestly, 
with 'I hadn't thought of that', or will I unleash the rapier of obfuscation, 
going off on a tangent which appears to illustrate vast knowledge of 
something, but doesn't really answer the question (but, because you 
have shown vast knowledge of something, that's okay)? I end up doing 
something closer to the latter, although I put in the required ‘I’ll make 
a note of that’, as an insurance against appearing to be bloody-minded. 
(Maybe I should have been a politician.) I certainly hope I have done 
enough homework to make sure that what I do say in response is sound. 
Doing enough homework means first asking myself, long before a Q 
& A session at an academic conference: Was my commitment to this 
project deep enough, and long enough? Did I really live with it, devour 
all material connected with it, and in turn allow myself to be –at least 
partly– devoured by the subject matter? Did I do my homework? In 
literature, which is what I am concerned with exclusively, this means 
(a) knowing everything by the writer you're talking about, not only 
the work you have been focusing on, (b) knowing about the writer’s 
historical and social context, (c) having a pretty good knowledge of 
that writer's contemporaries, and (d) having read as much as is humanly 
possible in regard to critical work on the subject of your lecture. If the 
answer to any of these is 'no', you will likely be eaten alive in the Q & 
A. The precept is simple: if you're standing up in front of a roomful of 
people to give a presentation on a particular writer, you really should do 
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your very best to read everything they wrote, and to read around them 
and their work. You are, after all, being given the chance, and privilege, 
to deliver forth before fellow academics –who, when they are not 
being some of the nicest people on the planet, are like ravenous sharks 
watching a wounded seal.
Getting down to brass tacks
This is where I step off the podium for a moment and attempt to present 
the fruits of wisdom in a slightly more conventional fashion, albeit only 
slightly so. As regards speakers, there are the veterans and the newbies, 
divided by experience and confidence. Then there are the truly effective 
speakers, and the not-so, divided by their respective ability to guide the 
audience from a tabula rasa of potentially zero knowledge toward the 
Shantih, shantih, shantih of academic enlightenment. As regards my 
experience of the teaching of post-graduate students in the gentle art 
of getting your message across intact and with impact, I have noticed 
a few areas which consistently require addressing. Below I provide a 
very short select list of such points, followed by an elaboration on each, 
as a kind of quick reference for students wishing to dip their toe into 
the potentially icy, and indeed sometimes frigid, waters of academic 
speaking. It does not claim to be even close to definitive; rather, the list 
should operate more as a springboard for further discussion, debate and 
deliberation.
Select list of points to think about in an academic presentation
(a) Thinking about and developing your idea/argument
(b) Structuring the essay on which the presentation will be based
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(c) Handouts
(d) Intonation & enunciation, voice projection, rhetorical devices, 
gestures
(e) Multi-media devices preparation/visual aids & software
Thinking about and developing your idea/argument
At the very beginning of the entire process, you would do well to 
remember what The Beatles said in 1967: ‘All You Need is Love’. It 
will be your love, devotion, and surrender to and for some area of study 
which will guide you to where it is you will end up. For me, this has 
meant directing my attention to works which have inspired nothing 
less than real excitement and genuine wonder. This is a given, as far as 
I’m concerned. As to precisely where all this loving energy will flow, 
the options may appear overwhelming, but they aren’t, or needn’t be. 
If you dedicate yourself to your chosen area of study –via the depth 
and breadth of your reading– the option which attracts you will emerge 
naturally and organically. Upon becoming familiar with the precise 
ins-and-outs of whatever literature you are engaged with, combined 
with pertinent critical or historical aspects and elements, it should soon 
become clear that there are numerous areas of inquiry not yet travelled. 
This is true of all literature, even that of James Joyce, who bears the 
distinction of being the second most-studied author in the world (after 
Shakespeare). So, at a very fundamental level, one which can only be 
arrived at through true dedication to your area of inquiry, you will soon 
discover that one of the reasons why so many people study a particular 
author is because the avenues of inquiry are endless, in the way that the 
love and the interpretation of literature are also endless. Furthermore, 
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the depth and breadth of your own individual (non-directed) reading 
of the subject will provide you with a way to travel beyond, as you 
must, the direction your teacher or supervisor may be taking you. Your 
supervisor will be an essential guide and help wherever you go, but will 
also be immeasurably pleased that you are wandering down avenues 
which you yourself have discovered.
Beyond these ideal generalities, I can, however, think of a tip or two for 
all those who still might feel daunted by the vastness of it all. The first 
is to take the road less travelled. Become an expert in an area of inquiry 
which is in some way ignored or even shunned by the critics. However 
long and winding that road may at first appear, it will lead to your door, 
a door which will open onto a light which illuminates the author’s work 
in some significant way. All things are connected, after all. Furthermore, 
do not go gently into that good night of study with your ideas already 
made up. To take the analogy of a forest-hunt, it is advisable to enter 
the woods with no set idea as to which animal you are going to capture. 
Learn about the forest and its inhabitants before making any decisions 
as to what to do about them. Having a fixed idea of what you will find 
will only lead to failure, or, if we follow the analogy, to getting torn to 
shreds, either down in the forest, or up on the podium. Rather, walk into 
your chosen forest and look around you with every step you take. This 
indeed is a very pleasant way to enjoy the forest/the literature. Getting 
back to the idea of the hunt, a good hunter is a good detective, studying 
the footprints and signs of visitation in only the most meticulous fashion. 
As the cliché has it: leave no stone unturned. The true excitement of 
literary analysis or critical inquiry, for me, and I’m sure for others, 
too, comes from the process of comprehensive detection work, the 
accumulation of clues and such, which, at a later stage, will then have to 
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be ordered and organized into the creation of –pardon the introduction 
of another analogy– a case that can stand up in court. This new analogy 
of a court-case is actually perfectly suitable at this later stage, especially 
when we think of the Q & A session which follows a paper. We call it Q 
& A, but it can sometimes feel like a cross-examination, even a grilling, 
or dare I say it, an inquisition. So be prepared. No-one expects the 
Spanish Inquisition!
Structuring the essay on which the presentation will be based
Now we get down to the nitty-gritty. As most academic presentations on 
literature –unless you are an eminent scholar with a passport to speak 
at length– are supposed to last twenty minutes, then you will have to 
do an experiment, and make a calculation. You will have to read some 
piece of random prose (it doesn’t matter what it is) at precisely the pace 
which you feel is the optimum for the audience you will read to, for, 
say, exactly five minutes. Then, after counting how many words you got 
through in that space of time, extrapolate how many words you would 
need to fill twenty minutes: the number of words you spoke in those five 
minutes multiplied by four. The precise figure I ended up for one of my 
academic presentations that lasted exactly twenty minutes was 2,888 
words. This broke down into six and a half single-spaced A4 pages, 
of about 470 words a full page. There were a few quotes from poetry 
thrown in, but these were read at an even slower pace than normal, 
because, well, poetry can’t be rushed. (I prefer single-spacing for my 
base script because it entails fewer turns of the page and double-spacing 
is designed rather for the insertion of notes and corrections, which your 
now-perfect script, of course, does not need.) We do this first in order 
to ascertain the size of the clay we will be shaping before we know its 
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actual shape.
Getting to know that much –how many words long your paper should 
last, in mind of your pacing– can be a sobering experience. It can be a 
sobering experience because you will then realize that the mass of notes 
and ideas you have before you will have to be whittled down, and down, 
and then some. You will feel like the CEO of a company experiencing 
extreme economic difficulties and in need of drastic ‘rationalization’, 
‘streamlining’, or whatever epithet you wish to use to cover the ugly 
fact that a very great part of your paper will simply have to be cut out 
and thrown away. It is a painful moment. Of course there is nothing 
quite like a crisis to concentrate the mind, and, as you will discover 
later, this process is actually a very healthy one, because it forces us to 
see the paper’s essence –the idea at the centre– with greater clarity, and 
that can only aid expression. A paper read out at a conference is ideally 
economical and uncluttered, not vast and sprawling. Returning to the 
analogy of the court-case, you will need a lot of evidence to make sure 
you get a conviction from your listening jury, but you can reserve many 
of the fine details in your accompanying handout, and just concentrate 
on wooing them in the meantime with the lucid and hopefully engaging 
manner in which you present your argument –your very logical, 
economical, and very uncluttered argument.
Handouts
I have attended a number of presentations in which the speaker did not 
provide a handout, and have always felt inconvenienced. In the Q & 
A session, I once had to ask the speaker to write up the names of the 
poets he had mentioned (unknown to me and ethnically diverse) on the 
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whiteboard, which I then scribbled down in the margins of a flyer I had 
from one of the publishers who set up stalls at conferences. That was a 
real waste of time. One speaker not only did not provide handouts, but 
spoke in a manner which was complex and conducted at some speed, 
leading to open expressions of frustration by some delegates, who 
couldn’t follow the presentation. Another speaker did have a quotation- 
and information-rich handout but, tragically (as it was billed as a 
special lecture by a real veteran), had messed up the numbering, leading 
to mass confusion, if not quite mass hysteria. Delegates turned over 
pages and pages, backward and forth, desperately trying to identify the 
apparently cited reference or quote. Another speaker kindly provided 
handouts, but for some reason felt the need to display the same material 
on a projected screen, so the delegates were sometimes looking up and 
sometimes looking down, an activity which did more to distract than to 
focus minds. I could go on. A handout is your friend, and will lead you 
toward what you are striving for, a flawless expression of ideas. Using 
a handout optimizes the time, as a word from the speaker can direct the 
audience toward the fine detail of some point, which can then be pored 
over at a later date. You factor in the handout into the very shaping 
of your paper, as it allows you to take short-cuts in your explanation 
without cutting down on the amount of information you provide. Your 
friendly handout will also reassure the audience, just by virtue of your 
impressively long bibliography (including, among others, critical works 
that were published only last year!), that you have indeed done your 
homework and deserve attention and credit. Not having a handout is a 
possibility, and I have attended successful lectures by eminent figures 
who deigned not to provide such audience support, perhaps because 
they viewed the presentation as less like a seminar and more like a 
performance. Yet, until we have managed to attain such heady heights, it 
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is only wise to have a friend at the ready.
Intonation & enunciation, voice projection, rhetorical devices, gestures
OK, we can all avail of the microphone, so how much do we need to 
worry about voice projection? Well, like everything, everything’s linked. 
Voice projection, intonation, enunciation, rhetorical devices, gestures. 
The speaker must command an aural presence, by hook or by crook. We 
don’t have to be JFK, but we do have to see the giving of an academic 
presentation as a performance, and as such we need to make sure it 
doesn’t fall flat. This takes a certain measure of confidence, which, 
necessarily, comes from experience, although a fairly substantial aspect 
can also be arrived at via the recognition of certain simple fundamental 
points concerning any and all public speaking. While a microphone does 
amplify the vibrations which emanate from our mouths, if we are weak-
voiced, the microphone will amplify that tremulous weakness, too. Elvis 
Presley, Paul McCartney and John Lennon, to name just those few, did 
not imprint themselves on our global collective consciousness simply 
because they used high quality microphones. Intonation provides us with 
the opportunity to highlight key words (something which politicians 
are very good at, while being shamelessly repetitive into the bargain) 
over those words which are merely delivery vehicles. A practical 
measure to aid this is to underline in red those words which you feel 
require particular emphasis. Or you might draw an inverted red V over 
the part of the word (a particular syllable) which requires emphasis. 
Good enunciation is a given, and if you haven’t quite achieved it, spend 
hours upon hours mimicking speakers who do speak with a bell-bright 
clarity. Record yourself at various stages in the process in order to see, 
or rather hear, your progress. A handy digital recorder with headphones 
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is an essential tool. An audience will likely be annoyed by ostentatious 
rhetorical devices, precisely because they remind one of a politician, 
but a speech can be made highly effective with sparing use. Caesura, or 
pause, is the most commonly used effect, combined with a knowing look 
toward the audience, possibly with an arch smile, or the hint of a frown, 
thrown in for good measure. The pause gives added weight to the word 
or phrase just spoken. We might even tap the podium, look down, look 
up, take in a sharp breath, smile knowingly, burst into laughter, clap our 
hands, or whatever, and it might just work. We simply have to be careful 
not to wander into a territory where the performance overshadows the 
content –a place where monsters be.
Multi-media devices preparation/visual aids & software
Talking of monsters, I am of the old, old school: desk, paper, voice, 
and that’s it. It comes from having fought devils and gremlins both 
of my own making and not. It could all go swimmingly, and there are 
many who have done great presentations employing a range of high 
technology tools. I take my hat off to them, and I actually wear a hat. 
It is a joy to behold, but for me, the employment of digital media and 
computers etc. just adds a dimension which complicates the process of 
getting from tabula rasa to the point at which one can communicate 
ideas to an assembled audience. My inherent bias, and it is a bias, also 
tells me that the pyrotechnics will ultimately distract the audience from 
the ideas, resulting in a display which entertains more than it educates. 
There is no evidence for this as a general rule, but, of course, I can 
recall a number of presentations which were lacking in substance but 
brimming with visual attractiveness. Given the fact that even at the 
very best universities the most basic media tool of all, the microphone, 
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can be subject to the vagaries and near-religious mysteries of technical 
malfunction, the speaker who decides to enlist the help of technology 
(a word which I still associate with Science Fiction films) should do 
so with great caution. By all means, use a computer, an OHP, an audio 
device, or whatever, but make sure you know what you are doing with 
them, and be sure to arrive early and coordinate things with the staging 
university well in advance. This section was not endorsed by Microsoft.
Further thoughts
An audience’s passivity is sometimes stretched beyond reason. In some 
symposiums –or is it symposia?– the audience may have to listen to no 
less than four twenty-minute papers back-to-back, which, with opening 
and ending comments by the chairperson, plus an overview by an invited 
guest, thrown in, can result in as much as one hundred minutes of seated 
passivity. Or is it captivity? While supposedly running under the banner 
of a single theme, the material in a symposium can often be highly 
diverse, highly technical, and highly complicated. This is wonderful, but 
it can also be quite overwhelming. While the speaker may feel ‘time's 
winged chariot’ harrying them, he or she should spare a thought for their 
audience, who may feel precisely the opposite. The speaker, therefore, 
may seek to lessen their burden. One of the first lessons all students 
must learn is that an academic presentation is not, and cannot be, the 
public reading out of a dense treatise. A presentation is a living thing, 
not words designed to be read in a quiet study. In light of this, then, 
surely it is sensible to (a) read at a non-rushed pace, (b) steer clear of, 
or drastically reduce, those three-or-four clause sentences, (c) keep to 
a Senecan simplicity, as much as possible, for the sake both of clarity 
and impact, and (d) remove as much of the highfalutin vocabulary in 
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your written paper as you can without excoriating your argument. Put 
yourself in the shoes of your audience, so that, rather than lecture them, 
you engage them. How you guide your listeners will of course depend 
on how expert they are in the subject you have chosen, so in designing 
your paper, consideration of your audience will be part and parcel of 
the creation of your speech. A presentation on late-medieval Arthurian 
literature to an audience of dedicated late-medieval literature scholars 
will bear little resemblance to a presentation on the same subject to an 
audience of general English scholars. It is essential to match the level 
of your talk to the particular level of your audience. Having said that, 
a presentation which approximates the holistic language of a seminar, 
wherein the teacher uses a number of devices in order to make sure he 
gets his message across, can be very effective, even memorable. The 
language and the content is understandable, accessible and impactful, 
so that those who are listening will naturally become engaged with the 
ideas and will actually want to ask and learn more, which, if we think 
about the true worth of any spoken academic paper, must be a goal 
worth striving toward.
Maybe it’s all just a longing for the style of the original symposia of 
ancient Greece, with their buzz of chat and banter, free interchange of 
ideas, combined with free flowing alcohol, sweetmeats and delicacies –
if only that. Indeed, it has now become 5.45, a little over time, due to the 
overrun of the symposium (a common occurrence), and the delegates are 
chatting and chattering away, brimming with a feeling of release and, 
hopefully, something like intellectual satiety. After a brief amble, we 
enter the Grand Reception Hall, but it seems that we have been preceded 
by a few others –not previously noticed at the conference– all toga-
clad and reclining on pillowed couches. Have we time-slipped back two 
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thousand four hundred and thirty odd years to the beginning of Western 
civilization? Well, perhaps we have, because I can just make out the 
reclining –but occasionally doubled-in-two– figure of Aristophanes, who 
appears to be suffering from a severe bout of hiccoughs. Eryximachus, 
his physician, tends to him with great solicitude, and then proceeds to 
give a speech about Eros, or Love. Whatever it is, it certainly sounds 
very grand and meaningful. Meanwhile, in another corner, Alcibiades, 
perhaps inspired by the evening’s theme, appears to be chasing after 
Socrates, and is making a right fool of himself in the process. We soon 
learn he is quite drunk, while everyone else is suffering from hangovers. 
Slave-girls wander round playing flutes and pouring wine into the men’s 
clay cups; at times the girls’ faces appear to show some kind of muted 
dismay, as though they’re wondering why these blokes think they know 
so much about love when they treat women with such contempt… The 
talk is constant, the interchange lively, the speeches eloquent beyond 
measure, and the night is young. Things could be worse, I suppose, but 
things could be better too. Civilization will depend on the interchange 
of ideas between people, and the recognition that, indeed, so very much 
needs to be discussed –be it literature, society, equality, sexual equality, 
war, how to give a speech that doesn’t put everyone to sleep, or, that old 
chestnut, the meaning of meaning. We raise our glasses, salute, take a 
draught –and then we begin
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Further Reading:-
Note: in the writing of this essay, I made actual use of only the last three titles in 
the list, but all are recommended.
a. The Art of Lecturing, Parham Aarabi, Cambridge University Press, 2007
b. Giving Academic Presentations, Susan M Reinhart, Second Edition, Ann 
Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 2002, 2013
c. A Guide to Speaking in Public, R J Dodson, Sheffield Publishing Company, 
1986
d. Dynamic Presentations, Michael Hood, Pearson Longman, 2007 (a very 
practical and usable textbook)
e. ‘On Academic Presentations’, Chiharu Hasegawa, Tsurumi Review, No. 39, 
The Tsurumi Society of English Studies, 2009 (an excellent distillation of all 
the important points by a post-grad student)
f. Plato III: Lysis, Symposium, Gorgias, The Loeb Classical Library, ed. G P 
Goold, trans. W R M Lamb 
g. Cosmos, Carl Sagan, 1980, see chapter VII, ‘The Backbone of the Night’ for 
an enlightening discussion of Plato’s world
Finally, my website at Tsurumi University, where you can find, among other 
things, the full transcription of the lecture mentioned above, of 2,888 words 
length (on Seamus Heaney):
http://martinsgaragemusic.weebly.com/index.html
